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Bomb scares reported in Havana, Varadero tourist hotels
Several bombs were planted in tourist hotels is Havana and the resort of Varadero in April and
May, according to a story in the Miami Herald. One of the bombs exploded and others were
deactivated. However, the Cuban government refused to confirm or deny the bomb reports that
have been circulating in Cuba for several weeks. Since neither Cuba's official news media nor
foreign journalists in Cuba reported the incidents, the Miami Herald story is based on five unnamed
sources, including a US official.
According to these sources, one bomb exploded on April 12 in the discotheque of the Hotel Melia
Cohiba, a leading luxury hotel in Havana. Later, a second bomb was turned over to authorities in
the same hotel by a US citizen who apparently had intended to arm and plant it but lost his nerve,
said the sources. A third bomb was reportedly found or actually exploded in a Varadero hotel,
but no details were available. No injuries were reported in any of the bomb incidents, though the
discotheque in the Hotel Melia Cohiba was destroyed. Police tightened security at the Jose Marti
International Airport, according to passengers interviewed for the Miami Herald story. Police
also detained four political dissidents belonging to the Peace, Progress, and Liberty Movement,
according to relatives of the four.
There are no reports of formal charges against any suspects or of any official theory on the motive
behind the bomb incidents.
Government promises economic growth despite weak sugar harvest
The 1996-1997 sugar harvest is not expected to meet the projected goal of 4.5 to 4.7 million metric
tons. Following the precipitous decline in sugar production that saw harvests drop from 8.4 million
MT in 1990 to 3.3 million MT in 1993, production improved modestly to 4.45 million MT in 1996 (see
NotiSur, 10/12/95).
However, industry sources estimate that the current harvest, ending in June, will reach only 4.2
million MT. In May, when President Fidel Castro first announced that the projected goal could not
be met, he said that Hurricane Lili, which hit several provinces last October, reduced the harvest
by at least 200,000 MT. He also blamed the Helms- Burton Act for some of the shortfall, suggesting
that the late arrival and in some cases cancellation of badly needed agricultural credits was caused
by US pressure against foreign lenders. Last year, for example, the ING Bank of Holland reportedly
canceled a line of credit intended to help finance the harvest, fearing reprisals under the Helms-
Burton Act against Dutch assets in the US. Cuban officials also said that, for the same reason, the
Spanish government canceled US$8 million in credits intended for the purchase of fertilizers and
mechanical cane cutters.
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However, industry sources said that inefficient agricultural practices also contributed to the low
production figures. Because of overplanting and the failure to modernize old plantations and
develop new ones, supplies of cane were not sufficient to feed the capacity of the country's 150
sugar mills. Furthermore, in an effort to meet production goals, cane that should have been held
back to start next year's crop has been sent to the mills. The 4.5 million MT figure was first set as the
minimum necessary to guarantee continued economic recovery.
Thus, the disappointing harvest is bound to affect other economic goals. Castro said that increases
in the production of other export commodities, such as tobacco, fish, and nickel, as well as increases
in tourism, would partially cover the shortfall in sugar-export earnings. But the government now
projects growth in GDP at just 4% or 5% for 1997. "Growth rates over the next few years will not
be low, even if they are not as high as last year's 7.8%," said Rodriguez. "Put simply, we will not
be seeing a contraction. We believe the worst is over." Still to be decided is the future of sugar and
whether the economy can afford to invest so much of its resources in sugar production.
In his May announcement, Castro suggested that if the industry could not reach the necessary levels
of efficiency, the mills might have to be closed and the sugar exported raw. For the time being,
however, sugar will remain the economy's second-highest priority after tourism, said Rodriguez.
Sugar experts say a thorough renovation of the industry would be necessary to maintain sugar's
prime role in the economy, but that would take at least three years to complete, and would require
massive amounts of new capital. On the other hand, to move away from dependence on sugar would
also be painful, since so many resources and so much of the economy's infrastructure is shaped to
the needs of the industry.
US Congress considers toughening economic embargo
On May 6, the US House Committee on International Relations approved a bill that included a
number of amendments intended to increase the pressure on Cuba by tightening the economic
embargo on the island. The Senate is considering similar legislation. Through amendments to the
Foreign Service Reform Law, some conservative members of Congress want to require companies
that bought property expropriated by the Cuban government in the 1960s to reimburse the US
Treasury Department for tax write-offs taken over the years by taxpayers who lost the property.
The proposal originated with the anti-Castro Cuban American National Foundation, headed by
Jorge Mas Canosa, who said the idea was intended to complement the Helms-Burton Act. This and
other House proposals brought a heated denunciation from Ricardo Alarcon, president of the Cuban
parliament. However, only the tax proposal seemed entirely new. Most of the other proposals, such
as withholding foreign aid from the Russian Federation should it assist Cuba in the completion of
its nuclear-energy plant at Juragua, are in line with the original Helms-Burton Act. The proposed
embargo-tightening scheme would complicate US relations with allies who oppose Helms-Burton,
particularly the European Union (EU).
In April, under threat of an EU complaint to the World Trade Organization (WTO) against Helms-
Burton, Clinton agreed to ask Congress to soften some of the law's harsher provisions (see NotiCen,
04/17/97). Alarcon accused President Bill Clinton of breaking the agreement he made with the
EU and said Cuba would take the issue up with the UN. But House sources said that the Clinton
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administration "wasn't too thrilled" by the tax idea, and that the president would probably veto
any bill in which it might appear. (Sources: Agence France-Presse, 05/02/97; Reuter, 05/02/97,
05/12/97; Inter Press Service, 03/31/97, 05/08/97, 05/30/97; Miami Herald, Washington Post, 05/31/97;
Associated Press, 05/30/97, 06/03/97)
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